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Do Initiators Matter in Social Marketing?
Understanding Characteristics and Particularities of Social Marketing
Campaigns Initiated by Different Agents
Aleksandra Lisinska
Grand Valley State University
Abstract
This research paper explores the concept of social marketing by discussing different
on social marketing campaigns. The aim of this paper is to answer the question of
whether or not the initiators matter in social marketing. In order to answer this question,
an extensive literature review was conducted to gain a general understanding of the issues
at hand. Furthermore, six case studies were analyzed to illustrate differences and
similarities between campaigns initiated by different types of organizations, as well as to
sector entities. The analysis of case studies revealed that while social marketing campaigns
initiated by different agents have some commonalities, there are three main differences.
itself. Second, social marketing campaigns initiated by public sector agencies focus on
organizations address issues around their mission and scope of operations. Based on these
due to considerable limitations of this research, the paper does not answer the question
entirely. Therefore, further study is required in order to fully understand the effects and
implications of social marketing being initiated by different agents.
Keywords: social marketing, campaign, initiators, marketing mix,

78

Do Initiators Matter in Social Marketing

Introduction
Societies all over the globe face an increasing number of challenges. In
such environments, effective resolutions of social problems have become
an important subject of analysis of experts and practitioners. Increasingly, a
marketing approach is used to tackle these issues. Aiming at changing public
nutrition, or teen pregnancy, and others. The idea of the use of a marketing
by Philip Kotler and Gerald Zaltman titled “Social Marketing: An Approach

marketing has taken off.
Social marketing may be understood as the application of commercial

Social marketing can involve various actors such as public sector agencies,
entities work within the scope of social marketing and aim at promoting
ideas that serve the common good, their range of actions are similar.
The aim of this paper is to look deeper into the idea of social marketing
by discussing the evolution of concept and its role in social change, as well

the character, structure, and outcomes of social marketing campaigns. In
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The motivation for writing this paper refers to the fact that there is a
on social marketing campaigns. The vast majority of research articles do
not address this issue. Similarly, literature concerning a typology of social
marketing in terms of initiators is scarce. Therefore, this research paper
how initiators groups shape their social marketing campaigns.
Literature Review

Economic, political, social, and cultural changes have raised the interest
It was a summary of the author’s practical experience gained through the
implementation of marketing principles in family planning social programs
emerged three years later in an article published by Kotler and Zaltman
these authors observed that these entities serve the interests of certain
consciously, in marketing activities. Since then, most of the studies devoted
and Zaltman’s article as providing the theoretical basis of the concept.
It seems, however, that the concept of social marketing is also heavily
based on the article “Broadening the Concept of Marketing” written by
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social marketing is, “the design, implementation, and control of programs
considerations of product planning, pricing, communication, distribution,

given by various authors.
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Kotler and Zaltman,

“Social marketing is the design, implementation,
acceptability of social ideas and involving considerations
of product planning, pricing, communication, distribution,

Rangun and Karim,

“Social marketing is the adaptation of commercial
the voluntary behavior of target audiences to improve their
personal welfare and that of the society of which they are
a part.”
Kotler, Roberto, and

“Social marketing is the use of marketing principles and

Siegel and Lotenberg,

“Application of commercial marketing principles to the
analysis, planning, execution, and evaluation of programs
individuals or the environments in which those behaviors
occur in order to improve personal and societal welfare.”
Social marketing is “process that applies marketing

“The adaptation and adoption of commercial marketing
activities, institutions and processes as a means to induce
behavioral change in a targeted audience on a temporary or
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the researchers and from their individual beliefs and views. Additionally, as
trends and emphasis in marketing were transforming, the understanding
as the uncertainties relating to its theoretical basis, it is currently one of the
most vividly developing areas of marketing.
Characteristics of social marketing
reveals several basic features of social marketing that can be distinguished.
Social marketing draws extensively from traditional marketing concepts,

marketing, taken from the commercial marketing, is the concept of
Marketing Mix. It is composed of four concepts, the so-called four P’s:
product, price, place, and promotion
product

for aligning with the behavior promoted in the social marketing campaign

augmented products are all additional incentives that will be included in

In the social marketing mix, a price constitutes of all costs that the target
audience needs to pay for adopting the desired behavior promoted
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in the campaign. These costs may include: economic, social, psychological,
Similar to commercial marketing, place, in social marketing mix, is where
and when the encouraged behavior is performed, or where and when the
target group receives the product or services associated with the campaign
Finally, promotion
of social marketing campaigns. Determining the key message as well
as appropriate communication channels is crucial in social markeitng
promotion strategy. Promotion through creative usage of social media and
Despite the fact that marketing mix is one of the most commonly
known and used tools, it is not the only instrument borrowed by social
from commercial marketing. The others include: marketing research,
segmentation of audience, customer orientation, branding, and evaluation

dissimilarity between commercial and social marketing is the purpose, or
a core objective, of the two approaches. The primary aim of marketing
campaigns in the private sector is to sell goods or services and obtain

performance, which typically includes accepting, rejecting, modifying, or
in campaigns such as research agencies, advertising agencies, printers, or the
the commercial one, cares about the well-being of the target group not only
their long-term interests.
The second differentiator is the nature of competition. Despite the

84

Do Initiators Matter in Social Marketing
Commercial marketers perceive other companies that offer similar products
or services as competition. For social marketers, on the other hand, it
is the current behavior of the target group that is competing with them

marketers perceive other companies that offer similar products or services
as competition. For social marketers, on the other hand, it is the current

differences between commercial and social marketing. In order to precisely

• Behavioral change is a necessary component of social marketing
campaigns, which aims at improving the well-being of a target group
and achieve a social goal.
• Consumer research provides important and relevant insights into
values, needs, and priorities of the target group.
• Segmentation and targeting is used to narrow down the group that is
targeted by a given social marketing campaign.
• Marketing mix is strategically used when designing a social marketing
campaign.
• Exchange
• Competition
These guidelines help to decide whether the given campaign can be
social marketing campaigns might be a part of a bigger project. The
as the usage of the above-described indicators is discussed in the following
section.
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Initiatiors

authors believe that despite having the common ground and purpose of
making the world a better place, it seems that there are different reasons,
emphasis, and results of social marketing campaigns initiated by these three

that these three types of entities have different approaches to social marhand. The author also mentions, however, that there are variations within
raise a political aspect of social marketing, arguing that the concept is fundamentally involved in politics, especially when employed by governmental
social welfare, which is, in turn, one of the main concerns of politicians.
Interestingly, some researchers do not differentiate between various
groups of initiators at all. They call all individuals, regardless to the institu-
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to encourage behavioral or attitudinal change in a target group in order
to achieve a social goal that is conducive to a more fundamental corporate goal”
social marketing. Authors acknowledge that sometimes, through social
marketing activities, businesses might want to strengthen their brand image

marketing exercised by businesses is a win-win situation, where the
on this matter. They claim that social marketing campaigns founded by
welfare, and therefore, social marketing campaigns performed by businesses
The above review reveals that the literature on social marketing
to fully understand the effects and implications of social marketing being
initiated by different agents. Knowing the preferred promotion strategies
or effectiveness of campaigns launched by each of initiator types would

similarities, and peculiarities of social marketing campaigns initiated by
different agents, in the following parts of the paper.

context, and to help better understand differences and similarities between
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social marketing efforts initiated by different agents. This research is

case studies and useful information on social marketing campaigns. Being

Scholar and Google search engine. The major criteria used when selecting
the case studies was the “social marketing-ness” of the campaign, described
earlier in the paper, as well as the availability of resources and information
During the second stage, when the case studies were chosen, the main
analysis of social marketing campaigns was conducted. Each case was
campaign, four P’s of marketing mix, and tangible outcomes.
Finally, the third phase involved the comparison of selected case
studies. An attempt was made to list the similarities and differences that
different agent groups, leading to a set of general observations.
Case studies
This section provides a concise description of six selected case
studies, which are divided into three categories according to the type of

campaigns selected for this research.
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Profiles of selected social marketing campaigns
Initiator
type

Organization

Campaign
Name

U.S.
Department
of Health and
Human
Services’
Centers for
Disease
Control and
Prevention
(CDC)
Contra Costa
County, CA;
co-sponsored
by First 5
Contra Costa
and Healthy
and Active
Before 5

Topic
area

Time and
location

Target
audience

Objectives

June 2002 –
June 2003;
USA
(nationwide)

Preadolescent
children
and their
parents,
teachers,
guardians

To increase
and maintain
physical
activity among
“tweens”
(youth age 913)

Health:
antiobesity

May –
October
2013; Contra
Costa
County, CA,
USA

parents, of
children
ages 0-5,
especially
lowincome
African
American
and Latino
parents

To reduce
childhood
obesity by
lowering
consumption
of sugary
drinks

Health:
physical
activity
promotion

Sugar Bites

To reduce
smoking
among
teenagers
nationwide
To reduce
food waste and
spread
awareness
about the
importance of
reducing food
waste

Non-profit
organization

Truth
Initiative®

Health:
Tobacco
countermarketing

February
2000 – now;
USA
(nationwide)

Non-profit
organization

The Ad
Council and
the Natural
Resources
Defense
Council

Environm
ent: food
waste
countermarketing

April 2016 –
now;
USA
(nationwide)

Customers
nationwide
Mothers
and
Millennials

Unilever

Beauty:
selfesteem
promotion

From 2004 now;
worldwide

All girls
and
women
around the
world

To change
societal
perception
about beauty

Driver ,
especially
teen
drivers
around the
country

To reduce the
number of car
accidents
caused by
texting while
driving, and to
raise awareness
that texting
and driving is
as dangerous
as drinking and
driving

For-profit
business
organization

For-profit
business
organization

AT&T

Lifestyle:
textinganddriving
countermarketing
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2010 – now;
USA
(nationwide)
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Government / Public Sector Agencies
VERB™ campaign. VERB™ is a social marketing campaign
Designed to increase and maintain physical activity among children between
nine to thirteen years old, VERB™ was a response to the deteriorating

school hours, and almost one fourth do not engage in any free-time physical
the marketing mix, were applied to develop the VERB™ campaign. The
with physical activity, such as prevention of heart disease and stroke, bone

for the VERB™ campaign try to convince children and their parents that
the VERB™ is where kids can perform physical activities in a safe setting,
mix. When designing the campaign, social marketers aimed at creating such
advertising and marketing strategies that would effectively reach the target
group. The examples of used tools are: youth publications, posters, print
According to a survey conducted a year after the launch of the
Additionally, the evaluation found that the free-time physical activities’ time
the campaign, in comparison to those not being engaged in the VERB™.
Thanks to the campaign, the gap in physical activity between girls and boys
decreased, and the group of low-income children was more physically active
success in terms of engaging children in physical activity.
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Sugar Bites campaign. Sugar Bites social marketing campaign was
initiated to “reduce childhood obesity by lowering consumption of sugary

result of growing consumption of sugary drinks among children. According
drink “a sugar-sweetened beverage on a given day”, with the percentage
being even higher among African American and Latino communities.
Moreover, one in three children in the United States is either overweight or
obese. These alarming statistics were the main reason for the launch of the
campaign.
The core product in the Sugar Bites social campaign is the reduction
of obesity among children living in Contra Costa County, CA. The actual
product or desired behavior in this case is the reduction of consumption
of sugary drinks. The main costs that constitute the price were lifestyle
change and psychological costs that children would need to bear. The place
fact, children and their parents are encouraged to limit the consumption of
sweetened drink everywhere they were. Promotion was performed through
multiple channels, such as: English and Spanish websites, transit shelters
advertisements, BART station ads, billboards, convenience store posters,
make it simple, yet memorable.
According to the evaluation report, thanks to the campaign,
serve their children more water or milk”. Sugar Bites is believed to be even
summary, Sugar Bites social marketing campaign is considered a success.

Truth® Campagin. Truth® campaign is one of the longest running,
most successful and well-known anti-smoking and tobacco prevention
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Truth® campaign’s core product is to reduce the short- and longheart diseases, chronic diseases, and eventually shorter lifespan. In order to
is not only to reduce the number smoking young adults in the country, but
also to create an anti-tobacco culture in the United States. The price in the
lifestyle change, and possible weight gain. Nevertheless, Truth® strives to
lower the perceived costs in order to achieve the desirable effects. Due to
the character of the campaign, the place strategy seems less relevant. The
place is not determined in the campaign, as the target group is encouraged
to change its general behavior.
Unlike most of the anti-smoking campaigns, Truth® focuses on
products and industry, without using the “life or death” tone. The campaign
aims to encourage teenagers and young adults to create positive, tobaccofree environment around them. Main tools used within the promotion

“Save the Food” Campaign. According to research, as much as forty
percent of food in the United States is wasted, which is estimated to make
consumers waste more food than grocery stores, restaurants, and farms
Resources Defense Council launched the Save the Food Campaign, which
hoped to reduce the amount of food wasted by consumers as well as aims
to help save water, energy, and money.
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diminished climate pollution, and decreased water consumption. The price
where target group is encouraged to buy less or only that is needed. Finally,
the main promotion strategies of the “Save the Food” Campaign are: TV
ad, print and web advertising, radio tips and “to do” brochures, new social
or estimates of the effectiveness of the initiative.

Dove Campaign for Real Beauty.
revive its brand image, Dove, one of Unilever’s largest beauty brands,
conducted a study that looked at women’s priorities, interests, and wellbeing. The study revealed that only two percent of interviewed women

way in which the society views beauty as well as to make more women in the
The Dove Campaign for Real Beauty included all four elements of the
marketing mix. The core product is the improved woman’s perception about
beauty, and a creation of increased self-esteem among woman. Despite the
monetary costs not being included in the marketing strategy, the campaign
involves possible social and psychological costs. Place is of less importance
in this campaign, due to the general character of the message. Multiple
channels promote the product/social change, such as: TV ads, broadcasts
and publications, print advertisements, billboards, events, Youtube vital

women. Undoubtedly, however, the campaign was a success for the brand
The Campaign for Real Beauty’s success in terms of social change is not
93
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as obvious. Nevertheless, the campaign draws attention to the unrealistic
and perception of beauty.
“IT CAN WAIT” Campaign. AT&T’s “It Can Wait” campaign was
designed and launched in order to discourage people, especially young
adults, from texting while driving. According to the National Safety Council
and far more were likely not reported. Additionally, around seventy percent
The core product offered by the campaign is the decreased probability
of car crashes resulting from cell phone usage while driving. Desired and
promoted behavior is, therefore, refraining from texting while driving.
The price that the targeted group bears seems low, as it includes only a
minor lifestyle change. Unlike in previously discussed cases, place plays
an important role in “It Can Wait” campaign. A car is the place where the
discouraged behavior is performed. The campaign is promoted through
multiple channels such as: print advertisements, on-the-ground events,
the campaign’s website, a virtual reality simulator and Public Service
Announcements. The campaign relies heavily on the third-party support

effectiveness of the campaign. Neither are there new statistics concerning
vehicle crashes caused by texting while driving. Therefore, the campaign’s
success has yet to be evaluated.
Results and discussion
The case studies show that social marketing campaigns employed
commonalities and differences. The following three observations represent
main similarities found across all three groups.
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Due to the fact that high price of adopting an expectant behavior
might discourage the target group from adopting the “product”, the general
approach in social marketing is to reduce the costs as much as possible.
Therefore, regardless of initiator type, social marketers frame the campaign
in such a way that the perceived value balance is appealing to the target
group.
initiator groups.
The ‘place’ strategy in social marketing campaigns was generally the
least meaningful for the success of the initiatives. This is mainly because
social marketing aims to change behavior, which is far more general than
product and, in most of the cases, can be exercised in multiple locations.
Moreover, the importance of spatial limitations of the traditional concept
of ‘place’ is diminishing in a social context, due to high dependence
on internet and media outlets. Nevertheless, it needs to be noted that
campaigns.
Observation 3: Partnership is an important aspect of social marketing in all three
groups.
awareness and increase the coverage of the campaign. Moreover, issues
that social marketing campaigns try to address are mostly too big to handle
for a single entity. Therefore, collaborating with trusted partners can not
only facilitate the adoption of social marketing campaign, but also make it
Case analysis also revealed a number of differences that occurred
between the groups.

company itself
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Social marketing campaigns of Dove and AT&T promote behavioral
change around issues that are connected to the companies’ business. In
fact, this rule can be observed among all social marketing projects initiated
by businesses. Such observations allow for an assumption that businesses,
target group and the company’s bottom-line. The second interesting aspect
concerns logo placement on promotional materials of social campaigns
videos of the “Dove Campaign for Real Beauty” as well as AT&T’s “IT
creating a subliminal message and building the brand awareness among

When initiating a social marketing campaign, government agencies
tend to focus on issues that are considerably diminishing the standard of
living of a population. The issues are not necessarily pleasant or widely
spoken about. Health-related behavior change is a popular topic around
projects launched by governmental agencies tackled health issues. However,
social marketing is also used by public sector agencies as a way to promote
safety or lawful behavior. The ultimate aim of social campaigns initiated by

of
operations
It has been observed that social marketing campaigns started and
the community and make a positive difference in the lives of the people
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mission, values, and scope of operations.
Apart from all similarities and differences, one general observation has
been made.
Observation 7: Social marketing campaigns initiated by government/public sector agencies

The analysis of six case studies as well as the review of literature on
other social campaigns shows that projects started by public sector agencies
businesses have more strings attached and seem to be conditional.
studies, it can be concluded that the main difference between social
marketing campaigns initiated by different agents concerns the choice of
issues and topics. Government and public sector agencies are believed to be
in turn, typically use social marketing to increase the effectiveness of their
programs and to draw attention to the issue that is connected to their sector.
unlikely to tackle the most burning issues in society. They rather focus on
ing, and are attractive for a wider audience. Businesses do not want to be
associated with highly persuasive or even aggressive campaigns, as it could
potentially harm their brand image.
Limitations and Further Research
Despite the fact that social marketing literature is reasonably voluminous, literature related to campaigns’ initiators is rather limited. This
research paper contributes to the social marketing literature by providing
marketing campaigns initiated by different groups of agents.
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keting initiated by different agents, and provide broad indications about
the issue at hand. The similarities and differences found in this paper are
lated differences and similarities of campaigns initiated by different agents.
Due to the character of the case study design itself, as well as limited
campaign in great detail. Moreover, the selected cases do not represent the
constitute valuable grounds for the additional analysis of this topic. Finally,
tion on the topic is necessary. Research remains to be done on technical and
structure related aspects of social marketing campaigns. Conducting primary
research among social marketing initiators would provide valuable insights.
Moreover, it would be valuable to look deeper into the topic of effectiveConclusion
and socially desirable attitudes. There is also an increasing trend for public
social marketing strategies in order to obtain a desired behavior within a
target group.
groups on social marketing campaigns. The literature review as well as the
and running a campaign affects how the social marketing effort is developed
and constructed. The major difference between actors is visible in the
choice of topics and issues. It can be expected that public agencies focus
closely connected to their vision and mission, and businesses initiate social
98

Do Initiators Matter in Social Marketing
campaigns that would not harm their brand image and can be potentially
All things considered, the long-term effectiveness of social marketing
campaigns highly depends on the cooperation of entities from all three
sectors of the economy. Having different characteristics, issue preferences,
and general approaches to building campaigns, agents from all sectors
acknowledge that social marketing campaigns should be designed in
cooperation with various entities and should be carried out with a long
term perspective. In today’s turbulent times, when societies struggle with an
increasing number of social issues, the social marketing approach should be
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